Placental malaria is associated with cell-mediated inflammatory responses with selective absence of natural killer cells.
Immunosuppression, particularly of cell-mediated responses, has classically been thought to play a major role in the increased susceptibility to malaria observed in pregnant women. An immunohistochemical characterization of the inflammatory infiltrate in a group of 41 placentas from women living in a Plasmodium falciparum-hyperendemic area in Tanzania revealed a marked increase in the number of monocytes and macrophages and cytotoxic T cells in the intervillous space of placentas with active malaria infection, compared with noninfected placentas, placentas from women with past infection, and a control group of placentas from Spain. This increase was associated with the severity of the infection. High numbers of monocytes and macrophages were associated with low birth weight. We also detected a complete absence of NK cells in the intervillous space in all placentas. This apparently physiological absence of NK cells may contribute to hindering the clearance of the parasite. These results indicate that placental malaria does not appear to be associated with cell-mediated immunosuppression. The role of the absence of NK cells in increased susceptibility to malaria needs to be further elucidated.